Creating a sustainable graduate student workshop series Abstract Purpose -This paper reports on librarians' experience creating and sustaining a workshop and webinar series for graduate students over the course of four years.
Introduction
Academic Outreach librarians at Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) are responsible for discipline-based outreach to upper level undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty. While all of these groups present their own challenges, graduate students often stand out as "misunderstood, elusive, or hard to reach" (Baruzzi and Calcagno, 2015, 401) . This elusiveness is problematic given the reported gaps in information literacy among graduate students (Conway, 2011; Harris, 2011) and their lack of knowledge about library resources and services (Gibbs et al., 2012; Washington-Hoagland and Clougherty, 2002) .
Instruction commonly is cited as a tactic to connect with graduate students and advance their research skills, but there are obstacles to reaching this group with course-integrated instruction and library orientations. It is difficult to scale a curriculum-integrated approach across the multitude of master's and doctoral programs at a large university. Students do not come to graduate school with the same undergraduate library instruction experience (Hoffmann et al., 2008) . Orientations provide an opportunity to introduce new graduate students to the library, but they are typically limited in terms of time and depth (Rempel and Davidson, 2008) . They are also scheduled when students are overwhelmed with information about a new program and a new campus (Gibbs et al., 2012) . Individual or small group research consultations are popular (Baruzzi and Calcagno, 2015; Roszkowski and Reynolds, 2013) but by definition focus on a small set of students and topics. Workshops have the potential to reach a broader audience and cover more in-depth research skills useful to graduate students. Unfortunately, this potential remained unfulfilled for Academic Outreach librarians at VCU for a number of years.
VCU is a large, public research university with a total enrollment of 31,231 students offering over a hundred master's and doctoral programs. There are 5,259 graduate and 1,760 first the 2012-13 academic year, the department reported only 78 course integrated instruction sessions and nine orientations for graduate student audiences. There were some attempts to compensate with workshops. Driven by individual librarian interest, workshops were scheduled on an irregular basis, driven by individual librarian interest with little attention to promotion, and were not well attended. Only six workshops were held during 2012-13 with an average attendance of just two. Based on these remarkably low attendance numbers, the department ceased workshops altogether. Librarians still felt workshops were an important tool to fill gaps in the instruction program for graduate students, but it would be necessary to address the lack of planning and promotional support that ultimately resulted in poor attendance and wasted effort.
In response, the Academic Outreach department developed the Advance Your Research series to pool librarian expertise and concentrate planning and promotion efforts. This cases study details the process that allowed us to build a successful and sustainable workshop series.
Literature Review
A review of the literature indicates that workshop attendance is a challenge for libraries despite interest from graduate students. Bussell et al. found that in-person workshops were one of the most preferred formats for instruction, even with a history of poor attendance (in press).
Similar to the problem Academic Outreach librarians faced at VCU, the walk-in workshops at the University of Vermont were offered at the convenience of the librarians and suffered from low attendance (O'Malley and Delwiche, 2012) . Roszkowski and Reynolds also faced poor attendance from an existing drop-in workshop program (2013). In both cases, librarians successfully revitalized their workshop program by instituting a new planning and promotion process. The literature includes additional examples of graduate student workshop practices that provide some guidance for planning a new or a newly refreshed workshop series (Critz et al., 2012; Fong et al., 2016; Hoffmann et al., 2008; Rempel and Davidson, 2008 (2016) . Some sought additional insight from graduate students with surveys and/or focus groups (Fong et al., 2016; Hoffmann et al., 2008; Rempel and Davidson, 2008; Roszkowski and Reynolds, 2013) . Methods varied, but the resulting workshops were developed with the specific needs of graduate students on a specific campus in mind.
The timing of workshops is one of the needs that is highlighted as a particular challenge.
Roszkowski and Reynolds sum up the difficulty of scheduling workshops, "Students were busy, often not on campus, and had trouble coming to workshops, even when they were interested in session content" (2013, 230) . In their case, they were able to add Saturday sessions to evening weekday options to accommodate their students' schedules, who were all in social sciences Across the other examples, workshop scheduling varied greatly, but librarians did their best to match workshops to their graduate students' schedules.
Because workshop attendance was a major concern for many libraries, it is not surprising that libraries have focused on enhanced marketing efforts. Critz et al. created a branded series, GLUE (Graduate Library User Education) to "make the classes stand out and emphasize them as a united whole" (2012, 534) . Other tactics included distributing messages on LibGuides, flyers and/or by email and leveraging relationships with campus groups in direct contact with students including faculty, advisors, the Graduate School, academic departments, and student organizations (Critz, 2012; O'Malley and Delwiche, 2012; Rempel and Davidson, 2008; Roszkowski and Reynolds, 2013) . In general, librarians considered the available channels of communication that worked best for graduate students. 2016) . One of the most common topics covered was literature reviews, but sessions also covered other areas important to graduate students and their research including citation management, current awareness, the publication process, research funding, software or technology training, and key resources. Once again the exact specifics varied, but session topics were tailored to the research needs of graduate students.
The literature also highlighted the importance of a continuous planning cycle, one that uses feedback from participants, partners, and instructors to inform future plans. Critz et al. notes the success of their "workshop series will remain dependent on this continual scanning of the graduate landscape, and on the course corrections implemented based on an ongoing assessment of graduate student wants and needs" (2012, 540) . This iterative framework allows for experimentation while also looking forward to sustainability.
The examples highlighted in the literature helped us focus efforts on few key areas to build a more successful workshop program at VCU. Previous attempts at workshops were timeconsuming for librarians to plan and were poorly attended. The attendance did not justify the effort expended preparing for the sessions. With this this in mind, we set a goal of increasing attendance through building a collaborative, iterative process that would allow us to prepare responsive, relevant content and efficiently promote workshop sessions.
Implementation
The conceptual foundation for the new workshop series at VCU was worked out during discussion at a single department meeting. The department decided to focus on a day-long event held once during the fall and spring semesters. Each workshop day would include between five and seven consecutive workshops, covering topics such as literature reviews, reference management, publishing, and other topics of interest to graduate students. Attendees could choose to attend just one session, or stay for the entire day. Holding a workshop day, rather than several stand-alone workshops, reduced the overall logistical work, such as catering and roomsetup and allowed librarians to focus all of their energy on promoting a single event each semester. The series also included one webinar per semester, with a topic related to the workshop day, to engage with students unable to attend the workshop day.
Working as a department improved the overall planning process, but it was difficult and inefficient for the entire department to consider every small decision. A managing committee with four members was formed to organize the day and deal with logistics. Each semester, the committee suggested dates, coordinated the promotion, and dealt with event planning details related to room setup, registration, catering and follow-up surveys. For webinars, the managing committee also helped the presenter with the technology, both setting up the online classroom and supporting them during the session.
The system we developed resulted in three tiers of planning. Individual librarians prepared their instructional content and wrote the promotional copy for their workshops. The managing committee dealt with the logistics of planning and promoting an event. The entire department worked together on key decisions including the topics covered. Although members of the managing committee shouldered more of the work, the membership of the committee was flexible and could rotate based on individual availability. More menial tasks, such as printing handouts, were often planned by the managing committee but delegated to whomever had a spare hour. The end result was a streamlined and easily sustained planning process where the entire department contributed, and no single librarian was responsible for everything.
Promotion
The attention to process helped ease the burden of planning a workshop series, but we needed a focus on new methods of promotion to boost attendance. We started by building an identity that would be recognizable but flexible enough to use for years to come. The series was titled Advance Your Research--a simple, clear, and memorable title. We used a consistent design with distinctive imagery and concise language across all of our promotional materials. We also established a template for print rack cards, as shown in Figure 1 , and other elements of the campaign, so we could simply replace the time, date, and session information.
[ Figure 1 . Advance Your Research rack card (8.5 x 3.75 inches)]
One member of the managing committee investigated the possible promotional options available at VCU. After just a couple iterations, a relatively simple promotion plan was developed.
• Set up a registration system to get an attendance estimate and for participant communication. We started with Google forms, but we currently use LibCal, a Springshare product, to manage registrations.
• Build a web presence. We have an Advance Your Research page as part of our library events page. We use a friendly URL, go.vcu.edu/ayr, that easily fits on print materials.
• Coordinate with the Director of Communications and Public Relations to utilize the university-wide student and faculty/staff email, library social media, the university calendar, and any additional broad communication channels regularly managed by that office.
• Create and distribute rack cards (Figure 1 ). These are given out at orientations, instruction sessions, and outreach events. We also have them in our graduate student reading room.
• Collect email addresses of registrants and participants (sign-in sheet) to send reminders, post-event information, and collect feedback. Automated reminders are sent before the event. We also send a follow-up email immediately after the sessions with a link to a survey and a guide with session material including any recordings, slides, and handouts.
• Explore possible e-communication options. We use MailChimp to create an invitation that we send to a list we have built from registrants and past attendees. Emails are sent out about two weeks before the event and then again the week of the event.
• Pursue more targeted approaches for individual departments and units including their listservs, social media, bulletin boards, and even individual contacts. Librarians and partners are given materials, so that they can promote the workshops to their own constituents.
The focus on promotion has benefited our entire outreach effort. We found that the plan we developed for workshops was also effective for other programs and events targeted at graduate students. It was also an effective starting place for other audiences, and we have taken what we have learned and applied it to all of our promotion, adapting it when necessary.
Iteration and Experimentation
All of the the initial planning for the Advance Your Research series was based on previous experience with graduate students. There was no extensive needs assessment. Thus, building in a collaborative, continuous cycle of feedback from the start would be critical to the sustainability and the ongoing success of the series. Although small changes have been made with each semester's iteration, there are areas of experimentation that are more noteworthy.
A large body of new, relevant instructional content was developed by experimenting with workshop topics. Some topics (e.g. reference management) were based on successful courseintegrated instruction sessions. New areas we felt would be of interest to graduate students (e.g. research poster design) were explored as well, along with those librarians wanted to learn more about (e.g. data visualization). A complete list of workshop topics can be found at http://guides.library.vcu.edu/ayr/. Attendees are surveyed after each event to ask for topic suggestions, but low response rates and a lack of consensus among respondents has made this less useful than anticipated. Despite this, using our intuition and information gleaned from conversations with graduate students and faculty has served us well. Advance Your Research has become a venue where librarians can test drive workshop ideas, allowing us to increase our catalogue of topics--for workshops and also for use in other instruction sessions.
Another successful experiment was the inclusion of librarians and others beyond Academic Outreach. Collaborating with others took some of the strain off the department, while at the same time enriching the variety of content offered. With the help of other librarians around the library, we have presented workshops on data management, personal archiving, systematic reviews, and scholarly communications and copyright. For our most recent Advance Your
Research workshop day, a professional from VCU Career Services presented a workshop on informational interviewing, further expanding our repertoire.
One of our biggest changes since the first workshop day was the introduction of Saturday workshops. Choosing a good day of the week for a workshop was troublesome. There was so much conflicting feedback from students and librarians that we just kept trying different days.
One librarian believed Saturday would be the best day for graduate students who often balance their studies with work and family obligations during the week. For this reason, the Spring 2015 workshop day was held on a Saturday. Not only did Saturday prove to be a convenient day for graduate students to attend, but as it is a relatively quiet day in the library, it was easier to secure space in the building and set up the classroom in advance.
Some experiments did not work. To determine if our new promotion strategy would prompt graduate students to attend sessions outside of the workshop days, we held a stand-alone, in-person Advance Your Research workshop in Spring 2014. It attracted only two attendees, and no additional in-person, stand-alone sessions have been planned.
Stand-alone online sessions have been much more successful, possibly our most successful experiment. Although most of VCU's graduate students are local, many prefer the webinars or find them easier to attend. Academic Outreach librarians had no experience holding them on a regular basis, but we were able to easily adapt our workshop planning and promotion process for webinars. As with the workshop day, the librarians presenting the webinars were responsible for the content, either creating a webinar from scratch or modifying the content of a workshop for an online platform, while the managing committee dealt with the logistics. After four years this process has been streamlined, and webinar planning and promotion has been integrated into the overall workshop series strategy.
Assessment
While attention to the planning process eased the workload, the primary goal we set for Advance Your Research was to have more graduate students attend library workshops. Thus, we used attendance as a measure of success. In Figure 2 , the attendance for each session within a workshop day is represented by a circle and the average attendance over the entire day is shown using a black bar. The workshop day with the lowest average attendance, Spring 2016, was still much better than attendance at previous standalone workshops, at which we were lucky to get one or two people.
[ Figure 2 . Workshop day attendance.] Particularly in the fall, holding workshops on a Saturday seems to boost attendance. In general, the fall workshop days have had better attendance and the last two spring workshop days, although still respectable, have been disappointing. It is possible that students have more availability in the fall or that advertising the series during the many fall orientations increases attendance. Further experimentation is needed to identify factors that will improve attendance for spring workshop days. Alternatively, if attendance continues to be low, we will discontinue the spring workshop day in favor of additional webinars.
We have also tracked attendance at our webinars, shown in Registration data also suggests that the series, including both workshop days and webinars, is meeting the goal of attracting graduate students across all fields. It should be noted that not all registrants attend, but the registration form and sign-in sheet collect data on academic status and discipline for registrants. Of the registrants who indicated a status, 82.9% were graduate students, 17% were faculty and 0.2% were undergraduates. Figure 4 shows the distribution of the 738 registrants with known discipline. Although not entirely aligned with the distribution of graduate FTE at VCU, shown for comparison (Virginia Commonwealth University, 2016) , the series has registrants from all of the schools and colleges, reaching a diverse set of graduate students.
[ Assuming those who recognized the identity would be more likely to recognize promotion and register repeatedly, we looked at how many registrants had registered for multiple events. This was done by comparing the email addresses used to register. A total of 146 people registered for more than one event, with 45 registering for three or more events. Although somewhat encouraging, this is not enough evidence to indicate whether or not people recognize the series identity.
Along with the quantitative attendance and registrant data, we also considered feedback from attendees to assess the success of the series. After each event, registrants and attendees are sent a follow-up survey, Figure 5 . We have received a total of 129 responses over four years.
Although the response rate has been low (less than 13%), most respondents rated the workshops and webinars favorably. Of the 119 respondents who rated their overall experience, 98.3% rated it as good or excellent. The survey also allowed for open-ended comments. Most of the comments received were very complimentary. For example, "I am so impressed with all of the fabulous resources the library provides for students" and "One of the best, most useful workshops I have ever attended… Absolutely superb !!!". Most comments are generic and difficult to attribute to a specific workshop, but positive comments that specifically mention the topic or workshop have helped us determine which topics are successful and should be considered for a repeat performance. A few of the comments provided suggestions, such as offering CE credits. We have received only four negative comments, and two of those were from attendees who had difficulties connecting to the webinars.
[ Figure 5 . Follow-up survey from the Spring 2017 Advance Your Research workshop day.] While promoting to "graduate students" as an audience is helpful, they are a diverse group with needs that vary by skill level and discipline. One of the negative comments from attendees noted that "it was a basic level workshop but I expected an advanced level." However, it is clear from other comments and in-person feedback that many of our attendees require more introductory sessions. Not all registrants attend, so it is difficult to accurately pre-survey attendees to assess skill level. However, we may be able to market some workshops and webinars as "advanced" to address a higher skill level.
It is also difficult to produce relevant content without a subject focus. One attendee noted that the "content of each session covered too wide areas...it [would] be more helpful to [target] people in the field." Initially, we thought that the series could be replicated for specific academic schools or departments, but currently workshop days are not a scalable solution for disciplinespecific outreach and education. Even with the blueprint established by the department's Advance Your Research effort, an individual librarian does not have the resources required to publicize and host a workshop series. However, liaison librarians are inspired by content from colleagues to expand their own offerings. For example, material from the workshops on literature reviews has been modified and tailored for use in presentations to engineering graduate student seminars and the data visualization webinar has been repurposed for both a technical writing course and a systems modeling and analysis course.
Discussion
We accomplished our goal of creating a workshop series that graduate students attended in numbers more in line with the librarian effort required to deliver that instructional content.
The planning process is efficient, allowing librarians to focus on high quality instructional content that they know will be delivered for a relatively stable audience. Anecdotally, the librarians' response remains enthusiastic to the ongoing process with full participation from Academic Outreach, as well as continued collaboration with other departments around the library. Three areas stand out as reasons for our success at maintaining a healthy attendance at workshops in an efficient manner and may offer guidance for others.
Experimentation
The ability to experiment allows the department to continually produce high-quality workshop content and hone the planning process. Being open to new ideas and solutions will allow us to sustain this effort for as long as it works. A good example of this potential is the introduction of Saturday workshop days. When one of the librarians suggested Saturday, there was skepticism. However, we built an environment that encouraged experimentation, so it seemed like a low-risk proposition. Ultimately, it turned out to be the best day of the week, at least for fall workshops. We will continue to monitor the impact of having the workshop day on Saturdays. There may be a case to try other days as we proceed, and the system easily allows that.
For this iterative process to work, it is important to document everything. The planning process is well documented and revisited often based on any data we collect along the way. So far, the planning team has been fairly static, but with the documentation, it would be easy to rotate responsibilities while continuing to build on what we have learned so far.
Focus on promotion
Prior to Advance Your Research, the promotion plan for workshops was haphazard at best relying heavily on word-of-mouth, which simply is not enough. Building an identity and strategy allows us to more effectively advertise workshops. While we do not have strong evidence that the students recognize the brand, Advance Your Research, it is clear that we do.
That attention to promotion, in and of itself, increases the energy around the department for actively promoting the series. It also helps as we have looked around the library and university for partners and for help reaching new audiences.
The promotion strategy contributes to the series' sustainability in other ways. Since the campaign draws on common imagery and messaging, we do not create new promotional materials from scratch for each iteration. This allows us to invest in professional-grade materials that only occasionally need to be updated. There is still room for experimentation as we look for areas that will have the most impact. For example, our high attendance at the fall 2016 workshop day corresponds to the first time we had rack cards ready in time for all orientations. While there is no conclusive evidence that the print material alone increased registration, there is an incentive for us to have materials ready early for fall 2017.
Planning as a team
Planning and promoting a workshop series is a labor-intensive undertaking, so having an entire department pitching in helps make the work manageable. Moreover, a collaborative process instills a strong sense of ownership that encourages sustained participation and enthusiasm both in producing instructional content and promoting the series.
It is impossible for any one librarian to meet the diverse needs and demands of graduate students on their own. Taking a team approach allows us to leverage the talents and expertise of the entire department. While librarians started with the workshop topics most familiar to them, they have also learned from each other. With a starting place and increased confidence about their knowledge on a topic, some librarians are venturing into new territory for instruction and outreach in their subject areas.
Librarians also benefit from new perspectives from their library peers and students outside their subject area. For example, an arts research librarian gets different feedback about copyright issues from science and social work students than they do from their typical audience of artists. This allows librarians to explore new areas of growth and extend their expertise.
As we look to the future, we must also look for new partnerships. There are many pieces of the research enterprise where the library does not hold all of the expertise. We have extended our planning team to include health sciences librarians and invited external speakers, and there are many more areas to explore that would advance graduate research.
Conclusion
Although we continue to experiment to ensure all events have satisfactory attendance, the Advance Your Research series is currently the right size and scope for our department. The instruction space is outfitted with 36 chairs, so the Fall 2016 workshop day nearly over-filled the room. That being said, we can still work to improve the series. Advance Your Research is now four years old, and we have presented 49 workshops and webinars. With a method for planning and promoting the series in hand, seeking additional feedback and evaluating the workshop content more systematically will help us build on the success. Advance Your Research can continue to be a venue for testing topics. However, compiling some of the most well-received workshops into a "best of" list, with lesson notes and materials available to all, will allow us to easily repeat popular workshops for the series, as well as making it easier for librarians to adapt and reuse the content for other instruction. We should also leverage our audience's interest in webinars. We currently host two webinars a year. Both the technology and our familiarity with it are improving, so we can increase this number. Material used for webinars may also be repurposed to make on-demand instructional videos.
By 2013, Academic Outreach had given up on stand-alone workshops due to lack of interest and attendance. By focusing the energies of the entire department on the Advance Your Research series, we now have a robust series of workshops and webinars helping us increase our outreach to graduate students. Our collaborative approach to planning means that each librarian's expertise is used, and no individual librarian is responsible for everything. The strong sense of identity for the series allows us to promote each event professionally with ease. The system we created allows for experimentation and flexibility--ultimately allowing us to sustain efforts for years to come. 
